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Varmus Defends E-biomed 
Proposal, Prepares to Push Ahead 
This summer, many biomedical editors and 
publishers are wondering how their journals 
will survive if the government goes ahead 
with a plan to distribute biomedical papers 
for free on the Internet. But such qualms do 
not trouble the plan’s author, Harold Var- 
mus. director of the National Institutes of 

to their boards” right now. He hopes to create 
an international governance structure. Var- 
mus is also sounding out private backers: In 
mid-June, he met with Vitek Tracz, chair of 
Britain’s Current Science Group, which pub- 
lishes Internet-distributed journals, but they 
apparently did not reach any agreement. 

Health (NIH). He’s charging 
forward with “E-biomed,” as 
he calls it. His idea is to create 
“free, fast, and full access to 
the entire biomedical research 
literature” for anyone with a 
computer and an Internet con- 
nection. E-biomed would dis- 
tribute unedited preprints, as 
well as articles that have been 
through the traditional mill of 
peer review. Varmus’s reason 
for doing this: Taxpayers have 
paid for the research already, 
he says, so NIH should make 
the results widely available. 

Varmus released a written 
description of E-biomed in 
April (Science, 30 April, p. 
718), and since then he has 
defended the proposal in pub- 
lic and private venues. His most recent de- Societies for Exper- 
fense came in an “addendum” posted on imental  Biology 
NIH’s Web site on 21 June (w\?.nih.gov/ (FASEB), who wor- 
welcome/director/ebiomed/ebiomed.htm). ry that the project 

Diespite Varmm’s 
forceful advocacy, 
E-biomed has been 
taking flak in the 
past month. On 2 
June, Varmus met 
privately with lead- 
ers of journals pub- 
lished by the Feder- 
ation of American 

tem that allowed immediate electronic publi- 
cation of new clinical studies without the 
usual careful process of peer review and revi- 
sion would be risky at best and might well fill 
the clinical databases with misleadmg and in- 
adequately evaluated information.” He sug- 
gested that E-biomed might undermine the 
clinical journals “enough to threaten their 
survival.” The American Physiological Soci- 
ety, the Journal of Immunology, and other 
society-based publications have expressed 
similar concerns. But the American Associa- 
tion of Pharmaceutical Scientists is “enthusi- 
astic” about E-biomed, its president Larry 
Augsburger wrote, as are some other clinical 
groups and even basic science organizations 
within FASEB, like the American Society for 
Cell Biology (ASCB). Elizabeth Marincola, 
ASCB’s executive director, says, “My feeling 
is that a society like ASCB has more to gain 
than to lose” from E-biome4 as “we are not 
making any money on our journal.” 

Varmus released the addendum to hls pro- 
posal to try to allay the worries and to review 
some of the many unresolved practical 

issues. He writes that 
E-biomed “most em- 

E- b io m ed “ WQ u [d Qt phatically” would not 
eliminate Deer review 

be owned by the 
NIH or any other 

or create “vast quanti- 
ties” of useless data. 
Existing journals, he 
hopes, will “establish 

ic journals operating 
government. ” w i h  E-biomed.” And 

although the system 
will permit the posting 
of unreviewed matenal, 
Varmus argues that 

component of the .s. peer-reviewed electron- 

-Harold Varmus 

This six-page memo suggests that the plan- 
ning is moving toward a dramatic climax. 
Indeed in an e-mail response to questions 
from Science, Varmus said “we are in the 
process of assembling” cost estimates to 
submit to Congress. 

The addendum also indicates that the 
venture has picked up key support from Eu- 
rope. Both the European Molecular Biology 
Organization and the European Molecular 
Biology Laboratory have expressed their 
support, V m u s  writes. “We are discussing a 
potential partnership with them,” he says, 
which would allow joint development of 
technology and “encourage other organiza- 
tions to collaborate.” Varmus told Science 
that “we agree on the basic principles” and 
that the Europeans “are presenting the issues 

could undermine not just their societies’ 
revenues but cherished traditions of scien- 
t if ic publishing. Those who attended 
say Varmus seems determined to launch 
E-biomed in some form in the next 9 
months and describe the session as “tense.” 
“We were not reassured,‘’ says FASEB pub- 
lications committee chair Ed Rekas. Indi- 
vidual researchers appear to be more recep- 
tive, but in hundreds of responses to the 
original proposal posted on Varmus’s Web 
page, many worry about the threat to peer 
revieb, the need for editorial independence, 
and how E-biomed would be financed. 

The New England Journal of Medicine 
has weighed in heavily, firing a blast at 
E-biomed in its 10 June issue. In an editorial, 
former editor Arnold Relman wrote: “A sys- 

“few scientists would knowingly” put sloppy 
reports in the public domain, “because it 
would soon diminish their reputations.” 

But tough questions remain unanswered 
including: Who will run the operation, and 
who will pay for it? It is “an unfortunate 
misreading” of the proposal, Varmus writes, 
to think that the government will be in 
charge. “It would not be owned by the r\mr 
or any other component of the U.S. govern- 
ment.” NIH would only provide technical 
and financial support. But Varmus leaves 
many details to be filled in by a proposed 
E-biomed governing board, whose authority ; 
and composition remain undefined. Critics 
are annoyed by what one editor calls this 3 

P 
As for financing, Varmus notes that 

“foggy” aspect of the plan. 
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E-biomed could charge authors a fee- 
perhaps a low one to handle a simple submis- 
sion and a higher one for peer-reviewed pub- 
lication. How hgh? That will depend on sev- 
eral factors, Varmus says, “but will llkely be 
in the range of $100 to $1000 per article” to 
cover the participating journals’ costs. How- 
ever, publishers of some FASEB journals re- 
port that they already have costs in the range 
of $1000 to $4000 per page, and that convert- 
ing from subscriptions to a page-charge 
method of financing would drive authors 
away. FASEB members were not reassured 
when Varmus suggested in a meeting-as in 
the addendum-that societies should find 
other ways of raising money, such as raising 
meeting fees. As one observer said “People 
didn’t appreciate being told they should go 
out and sell Girl Scout cookies.” 

In general, editors who liked the original 
E-biomed idea are enthusiastic about the ad- 
dendum; those who didn’t are as cool as 
ever. But many society chiefs are reluctant 
to sound off in public, says Michele Hogan, 
executive editor of the Journal of Immunol- 
ogy. The E-biomed plan casts them as de- 
fenders of the status quo, even though many 
journals have led the way to e-publishing, 
she says: “We’re a little afraid of how the 
scientific societies are going to look.” Some 
will have a chance to air their views at a 
“summit meeting” of electronic publishers 
being held at the National Academy of Sci- 
ences in Washington, D.C., this week. But 
no matter what attendees think of E-biomed, 
says Marincola, it appears that Varmus con- 
siders this “possibly one of the most impor- 
tant things he’s done as NIH director.” 

-ELIOT MARSHALL 
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